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[The following article by Hugo Godoy is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima,
Peru. It appeared in the July 1, 2002, edition of Latinamerica Press.]
When President Ricardo Lagos took office in March 2000, he promised stronger measures to
protect Chile's environment. Now, however, critics charge that his government has been easing
environmental regulations as part of a policy that puts economic growth ahead of all other
considerations. Shortly after taking office, Lagos announced that he would take a firm stand on
environmental issues and dictated a series of measures.
One, Health Ministry Decree 594, reduced maximum allowable metal and chemical emissions by
20%. The ministry also set standards requiring the food industry to label any products containing
transgenic (genetically modified) ingredients. Pressures from industry, however, have blocked the
implementation of these measures and the approval of others. Decree 594 was to have taken effect
in April 2000, but its application has been postponed repeatedly by government officials under
pressure from industry associations and metalworking businesses.
Late last year, the food industry managed to convince officials to postpone the new labeling
requirements for products containing transgenic ingredients. The backpedaling from the
environmental and development policies originally proposed by the governing Concertacion
Democratica coalition was sealed in June 2001 when Lagos named Jorge Rodriguez, a commercial
engineer, as head of the Ministry of Economy and Energy. Rodriguez announced that environmental
issues were "instrumental, but not key." Rodriguez took the post amid a controversy regarding the
use of petroleum coke, or petcoke, a high-carbon byproduct of petroleum refining used as a low-cost
industrial fuel.
In Chile, mining companies and other industries have begun to use petcoke. Use of the substance is
banned or restricted in other countries, on grounds that it is a hazardous pollutant. The European
Union (EU) prohibits its use under certain conditions. Chile, however, permits its use under the
same conditions. The Ministries of Health and the Economy faced off over the issue.
Health Ministry officials opposed it, saying that their studies showed that it would pose a health
risk. Rodriguez, meanwhile, argued that the country should use "all kinds of fuels...especially
inexpensive ones" like petcoke. In the end, after modifying the allowable concentrations, Lagos
authorized the use of petcoke by industries in Regions II and III, in northern Chile, as of last
October. The substance is being burned by thermoelectric plants such as Guacolda and Norgener
in northern Chile and will soon be used by the state-owned Corporacion Nacional de Cobre
(CODELCO) in operations there, said Manuel Baquedano, director of the nongovernmental Instituto
de Ecoglogia Politica (IEP).
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Rodriguez's actions including authorization of the use of petcoke and construction of the Central
Hidroelectrico Ralco on indigenous lands along the upper Bio Bio River (see NotiSur, 2002-03-22)
have led the nongovernmental Red Nacional de Accion Ecologista (RENACE) to demand his
resignation and a radical change in the government's environmental strategy. RENACE, which
represents most of Chile's environmental organizations, said the government "has made it clear
that its current environmental policies favor economic criteria over the safeguarding, protection
and preservation of the environment." Perhaps the most serious effects of the government's
environmental policy shift are being felt in the capital, Santiago, where air pollution reaches
dangerous levels during the Southern Hemisphere's winter, between June and September.
Environmental regulations established for the capital in 1994 put a freeze on businesses in the city
that were considered dangerous or a "nuisance." The norms prohibited modification or expansion
of such plants in an attempt to force them to relocate to industrial parks outside city limits. Last
October, however, the government modified the rules, granting permission to expand or rebuild
facilities in the city for 1,150 companies, even though they had been among the businesses that were
considered polluters. The government has also rescinded norms calling for a review and evaluation
of companies seeking to start up operations in the city.
Under the new rules, the businesses will be monitored only after they begin operations. Although
they can then be shut down for violating environmental regulations, critics charge that the damage
will already have been done. Before 2000, more than 2,000 industries were required to suspend
operations when an air-quality emergency was declared in Santiago. Under a new Plan for Reducing
Pollution in Santiago, approved last year by the government, that number was reduced to slightly
more than 500 companies.
In addition, the Transportation Ministry this year has eased restrictions that kept taxis off the streets
during bad air quality days. Under pressure from urban transportation companies, it also extended
the deadline for removing older buses from circulation until the end of next year. Buses are now
allowed a total of 12 years on the road. The easing of restrictions has already taken a toll, as Santiago
faces its worst environmental crisis in five years. Nine states of pre-emergency have been declared
so far this year, more than the total for 1998. There were two last year and six in 2000.
Environmentalists say that the most serious aspect of the deregulation is that the government is
shrugging off its responsibility to ensure compliance with environmental norms. "Instead of making
the government responsible for evaluating whether projects comply with environmental laws, we
want businesses to regulate themselves, with oversight from the government," Rodriguez said.
In keeping with this policy, the government cut the budget of the Comision Nacional de Medio
Ambiente (CONAMA) by 8% this year. The funding had been cut by 4% last year. Rep. Sergio
Aguilo of the Partido Socialista, which is part of the governing coalition, accused the government
of putting economic interests ahead of environmental protection. "We need to seek a balance
between environmental protection and improving the quality of life," he said. "Under the [new]
environmental policies, the only beneficiaries are those with economic interests not the community,
the citizens or the environment."
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